Editorial
It is a pleasure to introduce the first issue of The Journal of Wine Economics (JWE) . The JWE is meant to provide a focused outlet for high-quality, peer-reviewed research on economic topics related to wine. Although wine economics papers have been, and will continue to be, published in leading general and agricultural economics journals, the number of high-quality papers has grown to such an extent that a specialized journal can provide a useful platform for the exchange of ideas and results.
The JWE is open to any area related to the economic aspects of wine, viticulture, and oenology. It covers a wide array of topics, including, but not limited to: production, winery activities, marketing, consumption, as well as macroeconomic and legal topics. The JWE will be published twice a year and it will contain main papers, short papers, notes and comments, reviews of books, films and wine events, as well as conference announcements.
In conjunction with the journal, we have formed a companion society -The American Association of Wine Economists (AAWE). The AAWE is a non-profit, educational organization dedicated to encouraging and communicating economic research and analyses and exchanging ideas in wine economics. Its principal activities include publishing The Journal of Wine Economics, which is fully owned and run by the AAWE. The non-profit character enables the Association to keep subscription prices low and, therefore, guarantees a wide distribution. Details of how to join are provided on the inside of the back cover and at www.wine-economics.org. Anyone who is fairly serious about wine -from the relatively casual collector to the most knowledgeable oenophile -will tend to be skeptical about a commercial movie, particularly a Hollywood studio movie, in which wine consumption plays a central role. But very early in Alexander Payne's "Sideways," when Miles (Paul Giamatti) -a sad-sack, failed writer of novels and a lover of the grape -explains to his friend Jack (Thomas Haden Church) -a good-looking but over-the-hill television actor -how a white sparkling wine (1992 Byron) can be made from 100% Pinot Noir grapes and yet not exhibit even a tinge of red color, the first evidence appears that this movie about wine may have gotten it right.
That verdict was cemented for me just a few scenes later when the friends are driving through a bucolic countryside of vineyards in Santa Barbara County, at the beginning of what is to be a week-long bachelor party for the two in wine country prior to Jack's wedding, where they eventually meet up with love-interests, Maya (Virginia Madsen) and Stephanie (Sandra Oh). Miles recommends a local winery to visit because of its excellent Chardonnay, at which suggestion Jack says, "I thought you hated Chardonnay."
Miles quickly responds, "I like all varietals. I just don't generally like the way they manipulate Chardonnay in California -too much oak and secondary malolactic fermentation." At that moment, in a dark theater in Brookline, Massachusetts, I turned to my wife and said, "This is going to be good!" And it was ... the first time I saw it, the second time, and the third time (which was at home with friends and a meal and a set of wines to accompany each of the scenes). This is a seriously good movie, indeed an excellent one, the most recent of a long line of "road movies" that themselves are part of a "road literature" that includes Mark Twain's Adventures of Huckleberry Finn, Henry Miller's The Air-Conditioned Nightmare, Jack Kerouac's On the Road, and Hunter Thompson's Fear and Loathing in Las Vegas. But back to the movie, and the wine.
In "Sideways," Miles is a classic oenophile, even if most of us would prefer not to be identified with a character who is (otherwise) distinctly unattractive in so many dimensions. But Miles gives himself away with his assessment of the nose of the first wine he and Jack taste at the first winery they visit (which was in reality, Sanford): "... a little citrus... maybe some strawberry... passion fruit... and there's a hint of like asparagus... or like a nutty Edam cheese."
With such descriptions of wine -and that's only the first of many in the film -it may come as a surprise that there is no mention, none whatsoever, of wine ratings, those numerical assessments popularized in the United States by Robert Parker's Wine Advocate and The Wine Spectator. Long discussions in the film about specific wines -old and newnever mention ratings. Why? A clue is found in the novel on which the movie is based, Rex Pickett's excellent novel of the same name, published in 2004 (St. Martin's Press).
In the book, when Miles is packing for his trip, he tosses into his suitcase a copy of Jancis Robinson's The Oxford Companion to Wine (Oxford University, 1999), which he describes as the "brilliant and exhaustive tome on everything you ever wanted to know about the universe of wine. Most of the wine used in the wine-tasting scenes was non-alcoholic, and the actors wound up drinking so much of it that it made them nauseated. Hence, they had to switch periodically to the real thing.
The picture that Miles looks at when at his mother's home is actually a photo of Paul Giamatti and his father, Bart Giamatti, former Yale president and Major League Baseball commissioner.
The 1961 Cheval Blanc that Miles is saving for a special occasion is blended from Merlot and Cabernet Franc, the two grape varietals that Miles specifically denigrates in the film.
Anecdotal evidence, as reported by the international press, indicates that subsequent to the film's release, sales of Pinot Noir increased by between 20% and 500% in various markets.
The film's cheery advertising poster portrays a bottle on its side, suggesting that the title, "Sideways," refers to the cellar position of a wine bottle. But Rex Pickett's novel makes clear from the first page that "sideways" is the characters' slang for drunk. And, in truth, the novel is considerably more forthright and darker about the alcoholism that is very much a part of the story: Miles drinks to excess, particularly to drown his frequent sorrows.
Having said that, let me end with what is surely a high-point of the film, both for lovers of wine, and lovers in general. Maya asks Miles why he is so into Pinot Noir. His response, which is both moving and revealing, is this:
